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Cuba's population is beginning to observe the impacts of possible climate change in the increased
temperatures and prolonged periods of drought that have reduced reservoir levels and caused
havoc in agriculture and livestock, while looking to a future of more potential risks such as a rising
sea level and its effect on the coastline.
Every year, local experts are surprised by record temperatures despite the trade winds that
have always moderated the tropical climate of the Antilles' largest island. Residents complain of
increasingly hotter summers where going out into the street or even staying in the shade is torture; it
is a luxury to have air conditioning in cars or homes.
2014 was considered the hottest year in the last 135, and last April was one of the hottest months in
the last 50 years after several maximum-temperature records were broken and 35 degrees Celsius
was registered at 23 meteorological stations. Since the mid-20th century, temperatures in Cuba have
risen 0.9 degrees Celsius, according to local experts, who predict a more extreme climate as a result
of the greenhouse effect.
Droughts (NotiCen, June 9, 2011), declines in soil fertility, and decreased water availability are not
exclusively Cuban phenomena but have been experienced in other countries in the area such as
Puerto Rico and the Dominican Republic, putting the people, agriculture, and tourism in danger.
The diverse causes of Cuba's current severe climate began in the 18th century with the loss of vast
forested areas as a result of the expansion of the sugar industry. Forests were cut down to provide
wood for fuel and land for plantations. Since 1830, dire warnings were made by agronomists and
economists, such as the celebrated Spaniard Ramón de la Sagra (1798-1871), about the future impact
on the island's climate and economy caused by deforestation, monoculture, and overexploitation of
the land.
The predictions about climate change that just a few years ago seemed too improbable to believe
have begun to worry residents who are seeing river flows diminished, soils cracking, failed harvests,
flash floods, coastlines reduced, and more intense hurricanes that leave behind damage that cannot
be repaired before the next storm hits.

Blows to the countryside and cities
The recent dry season, from November to April, broke various national records. Seventy-five
percent of the island experienced drought, with 63% of the territory suffering damages and
reservoirs at 25% of capacity. Moreover, 68% of the average precipitation fell from January to May
and some 200 government-run reservoirs had less than 40% of capacity, according to the local press.
The consequences of the drought range from uncertain harvests and scraggly fruit to livestock
losses. For years, the sector has been severely impacted by lack of forage, theft, and illegal slaughter
©2011 The University of New Mexico,
Latin American & Iberian Institute
All rights reserved.

Page 1 of 3

LADB Article Id: 79708
ISSN: 1089-1560

of beef cattle. In some parts of the country, cattle were destroyed because of starvation and others
were transferred to other areas in search of better feed and water (NotiCen, May 29, 2014). The
deaths of 300 beef cattle in Guantánamo Province (about 920 km east of Havana) were recorded as a
result of these climatic hardships.
The Centro del Clima of the Instituto de Meteorología, in the first half of this year, said drought
affected more than 1 million people mainly on the eastern side of the island, which, in comparison
to the western and central regions, has less economic development. Some residents of eastern Cuba
have tried to alleviate their family situations by moving to the western urban centers, especially to
the already overfull capital, despite official regulations that try to contain the population's east to
west exodus.
Regular weekly deliveries of water have already become common in some neighborhoods. Water
arrives through the network of aqueducts or by trucks that are anxiously awaited by long lines of
citizens equipped with empty containers. Such scenarios increase the insecurity of a population that
spends many stressful and unproductive hours waiting in lines so that they might obtain one of the
most basic subsistence needs.
In some of the outlying communities of Santiago de Cuba, the second-largest city in the country,
some homes did not receive water for two weeks in April. Moreover, home water storage using
plastic tanks or other improvised containers can generate additional health risks, such as creating
breeding grounds for the mosquitoes that transmit the chikungunya virus, also known as dengue
fever, and other intestinal diseases.
Authorities have reiterated warnings about the epidemiological risks to the population, especially
acute diarrheal diseases, which usually increase during the summer from the decline in water
quality.

Heavy rains, hurricanes, and other threats
The rainy season from May until October started early this year with torrential rains on April 29 that
flooded central Havana, leaving behind damage and despair in the traditionally poor neighborhoods
and causing two deaths and 27 building collapses. Unprecedented photos appeared of spacious
avenues changed into streams and cars and buses stalled by the fast-rising waters. The old drainage
system in the capital could not deal with the high volume of rain that fell during a short amount of
time.
Experts predict that this rainy season will be calmer with fewer hurricanes and less precipitation.
Some communities in eastern Cuba are still trying to recuperate from Hurricane Sandy in October
2012, which left death and desolation in the Caribbean before hitting the eastern US.
Experts from the Centro del Clima in Cuba warn that climate change could cause a warmer, harsher
climate, extreme droughts, high temperatures, very active hurricane seasons, lengthening or
shortening of some seasons, and decreased coastal land as a result of the rising global sea level.
Moreover, agriculture would suffer considerable losses and animals and plants would experience
life-cycle changes and increased risk of death.
Another risk to the archipelago from a rise in sea level is the threat of salinization of the lowland
rivers and coastal aquifers as well as increased flooding in the many coastal cities. The waters have
risen about two mm per year in the last four decades, say local scientists.
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Some residents of the historic Havana coastline (where one can find some of the most beautiful
and wealthy neighborhoods) are now taking precautions and choosing to live in areas far from the
coast, thus shielding themselves from the future impacts of a rising sea and its waves. Some 3.5
million people on the island reside just a few kilometers from the coastline in about 250 settlements.
Residents moving away from the coastal areas is a slow, quiet phenomenon, but already evident.
The threats are not really long term if you take into account the severe floods that have occurred
during the past two decades from hurricanes with strong winds and rains. Experts of the Agencia
Nacional de Medio Ambiente say that, if the trend of an increasing sea level continues, Cuba could
lose nearly 2,700 sq km of land area by the middle of this century.

-- End --
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